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Abstract Underlying the recent focus on embodied and interactive aspects of social
understanding are several intuitions about what roles the body, interaction processes,
and interpersonal experience play. In this paper, we introduce a systematic, hands-on
method for investigating the experience of interacting and its role in intersubjectivity.
Special about this method is that it starts from the idea that researchers of social
understanding are themselves one of the best tools for their own investigations. The
method provides ways for researchers to calibrate and to trust themselves as sophis-
ticated instruments to help generate novel insights into human interactive experience.
We present the basics of the method, and two empirical studies. The first is a video-
study on autism, which shows greater refinement in the way people with autism
embody their social interactions than previously thought. The second is a study of
thinking in live interactions, which provides insight into the common feeling that too
much thinking can hamper interaction, and into how this kind of interactional awk-
wardness might be unblocked.
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PRISMA
“Who is the expert when it comes to understanding people––the detached
scientist or the ordinary person in everyday life?”
(Vasu Reddy 2008, p. 5)
1 Introduction
If we were to ‘ask the expert’ what it means to understand someone, who would this
expert be? A taxi driver, a child, a professor of psychology? Each of them can answer
questions about how it feels to connect with someone, or how they know that their friend
is upset. We may not always think we can easily put it into words, but we are very
experienced at intersubjectivity, just by virtue of our being so involved in it from the
beginning of life, each in our own ways and also in many ways we share with others.
Intersubjective experience resides in our embodied habits, attitudes and comportments,
and plays out in the ways we interact with others. It is in the way the taxi driver cruises
through traffic; the small child’s eyes sparkle while he flirts with his grandmother over a
bowl of tomato soup; the psychology professor teaches her students about connection in
the way she engages them through the inflection of voice, gesture, and gaze.
These bodily experiences of interacting are the stuff of understanding each other and
of understanding the world together — in short, of intersubjectivity. We characterise
intersubjectivity as the meaningful engagement between subjects (cf. Reddy 2008). We
consider subjects to be animate, bodily, affective, minded beings, in their various social
and societal contexts (in the sense advocated by e.g. Sheets-Johnstone 1999). We are
not merely referring to intersubjectivity as the co-existence and mutual necessity of
various first-person perspectives, but rather of perspectives that are influenced by and
co-created by more than one subject. That this is not the sum of two individual
perspectives is clarified by the idea that interactions can take on an autonomy of their
own and that interactions as such influence, form and transform their participants (De
Jaegher and Di Paolo 2007; Di Paolo 2015). When we take this autonomy of interac-
tion processes into account, intersubjectivity is characterized as participatory sense-
making: the embodied, interactive coordination of sense-making (De Jaegher and Di
Paolo 2007). It is this phenomenon that we aim to investigate further here, specifically
focusing on the experience of interacting and how it modulates social understanding
(De Jaegher 2015).
To lay people, it is often obvious that how we interact and move matters — that our
living, lived bodies play a great role in understanding each other. Whether academic
research also takes embodied interactions as essential to intersubjectivity can have real-
life consequences and impact, because research leads to guidelines and policies, and is
intricately connected to the sensitivities of a society (Reddy 2008).
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For these and other reasons, cognitive scientists and philosophers of mind are
increasingly questioning individualist, cognitivist approaches to social interaction,
and are instead beginning to take account of the body and of interaction processes
between embodied subjects (Reddy and Morris 2004; Gallagher 2005; Ratcliffe 2007;
De Jaegher and Di Paolo 2007; Schilbach et al. 2013). Embodied and situated
approaches to explaining social understanding now seem, to many scientists and
philosophers as well, reflective of our intuitions about social understanding.
However, how is it with these intuitions? What do we know about the first-hand
experience of bodily interacting and its role in understanding each other and the world
together? Can we investigate this experience? If so, how? Can we get a philosophical,
empirical, scientific, and existential grasp on the role of interactive experience in social
understanding?
We think it is possible. In this paper, we introduce a method for investigating the
experience of interacting. More specifically, we propose an empirical, embodied
method for the study of interactive experience and its role in social understanding.
We start by introducing the need for and place of a practical phenomenology
of interactive experience in the current research landscape. Then we introduce
the method we devised, called PRISMA (section 3). We explain its embodied
methodology and concepts, including an invitation and a guideline for the
reader to try out the method (appendix). We also present two sets of findings
(section 4), one on autism, based on a video analysis, and one on the relation
between interacting and thinking, based on live contact improvisation. Finally,
we reflect on the method and its implications, such as its capacity to detect
unexpected aspects of the ‘in-between’ in interactions, and its potential to
enrich the science of intersubjectivity (sections 5 and 6).
2 The need for a practical phenomenology of interactive experience
An empirical phenomenological method for studying interactive experience is needed
and the time is right for it, for several reasons.
We are currently witnessing an interactive-experiential turn in social cognition
research, and an explosion of studies on the dynamics of embodied interactions
between people, in fields ranging from neuroscience, over psychopathology and
psychotherapy, to linguistics (Dumas et al. 2011; Ramseyer and Tschacher 2008; Di
Paolo and De Jaegher 2012; Schilbach et al. 2013; Timmermans and Schilbach 2014;
Fusaroli et al. 2014). At the same time, there is increasing recognition of the indelible
role that the subjective experience of interacting – of interpersonal connecting – plays
in how we understand each other (Pfeiffer et al. 2014). That what it feels like to connect
with others makes a great difference to interpersonal understanding has been beautifully
illustrated, often in developmental psychology, against the backdrop of a rich history of
investigating how infants move and participate affectively and intentionally in conver-
sations with their mothers (Stern 1977/2002, 1985; Trevarthen 1977; Bateson 1979;
Bullowa 1979; Hobson 2002; Malloch and Trevarthen 2009; Delafield-Butt and
Trevarthen 2015), but also of psychopathology and psychotherapy (Watzlawick et al.
2011; Beebe and Lachmann 1998; Stern 2004). Nevertheless, however moving such
studies are, standard cognitive science is still often embarrassed about or averse to
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anything alluding to the personal or the subjective,1 making it so that this kind of
research remains in need of defense (Reddy 2008).
Endeavouring to understand personal, subjective experience has a checkered history
in psychology and the cognitive sciences. It is impossible to think about it without
bringing to mind the dreaded ‘introspection’. But introspection’s bad name may be
undeserved, as Jack and Roepstorff (2002a, b, 2003) have persuasively argued. They
suggest that the scepticism may be more cultural and historical than based in the logic
and results of experimentation in cognitive science and psychology. They observe that
introspection is present at every step of experimentation, from the conception of the
experiment, over piloting and refining it, to interpreting the results (2002a, p. 333; see
also Petitmengin and Bitbol 2009).2 Several studies, moreover, show not only that
introspective data can be accurate, but also very useful in refining our understanding of,
for instance, synaesthesia (Harrison and Baron-Cohen 1997), epilepsy (Le Van Quyen
and Petitmengin 2002), or trauma remediation (Payne et al. 2015). Thus, individual
subjective experience clearly plays its role in science, both in methodology, albeit most
often implicitly, and in its findings. This is in line with enactive cognitive science,
which considers subjective experience an essential element in its research toolkit, as
well as an entirely legitimate object of investigation (Di Paolo et al. 2010; Thompson
2001, 2007). But it is not yet an accepted element of mainstream cognitive science.
If we want a better grasp of social understanding, we need ways to study its
experience. For individual experience, practical, bodily engaged, empirical ways of
investigating have been developed. Varela, Depraz and Vermersch call this practical
phenomenology (Depraz et al. 2003), and similar work has been done by, e.g. Varela
(1996), Varela and Shear (1999a), Shusterman (2008), Gendlin (1962/1997), Stern
(2004), Van Manen (1990), Ihde (2012), Petitmengin (2009), and others (see also
Froese et al. 2011; Høffding and Martiny 2015). What connects all this work is a
common concern with lived experience as it plays out in our daily lives, in relation to
our capacities for understanding the world, our social and cultural practices, as well as
our intersubjective and ethical engagements. The frame within which this happens is
that of a ‘mutual circulation’ between cognitive science and phenomenology (Varela
et al. 1991; Varela 1996; Gallagher 1997), in which subjectivity and experience play the
vital role that they also have in the everyday doings of living, sentient, sense-making
beings (Thompson 2005), as well as can be scientifically grasped (Petitot et al. 1999).
But practical or empirical phenomenology has so far not focused much on interac-
tive experience. This is remarkable, because the relation between intersubjectivity and
the study of experience is interesting and complex in itself. This relation is, for instance,
present in the methods of science, where intersubjectivity forms an essential aspect of
the research process. Only by engaging peers can the value of a piece of research be
1 See Peter Hobson’s recounting of how, in the publication of a study on how children with autism greet and
say goodbye, he was at first asked to just call it a study of the – supposedly experientially neutral – behaviour
of the children, not their engagement (Hobson and Lee 1998; Hobson 2002, chapter 2).
2 This is echoed as well in Hans Jonas’s remark on the close connection between personal experience and
research: “As concerns ‘understanding,’ the cognitive approach of the humanities, it is clear that ‘personal
experience,’ understood as empathy with the object – itself the concrete embodiment of experience – is an
indissoluble part of the intellectual process from start finish, pervading the entire interpretation” (Jonas 2002,
p. 28). Polanyi avows that the same is true for the natural sciences, where “no scientific work could ever be
accomplished and no scientific statement could be asserted” without “an essential personal participation of the
scientist even in the most exact operations of science” (Polanyi 1958, p. 20).
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determined. Even data should be what is commonly called ‘intersubjectively
validated’. This is of course no less the case for phenomenological research,
and in many of its guidelines, intersubjectivity features prominently as one step
in the process (Varela and Shear 1999a; Gallagher and Zahavi 2008, Depraz
et al. 2003). This kind of intersubjectivity refers to the need and practice of
checking and comparing results against other people’s reported experiences. It
is, indeed, one of the senses of intersubjectivity we use in this paper, and it is
in this form also central to our own methodology.
Clearly, intersubjectivity and the study of experience are inextricably linked,
even if more knowledge about both is paramount to making further progress.
Thompson, for instance, argues that “human experience depends formatively
and constitutively on the dynamic coupling of self and other in empathy”
(2005, p. 263), while on the other hand Vermersch suggests that we need a
better theory of intersubjectivity if we want to understand experience better
(Vermersch 1999, p. 41). In presenting our method here, we aspire to contribute
to an improved theory — and empiry! — of intersubjectivity that can support
and inform basic experience research.
So, in view of the development of an increasingly sophisticated science of intersub-
jectivity, there is a need for a suitable method to study interactive experience. This is
what we present in this paper. The method is called PRISMA, and can be summarized
as the systematic unfolding of interactive experience. PRISMA has three main charac-
teristics: it uses a systematic protocol for investigating the experience of interacting, it is
based on an embodied methodology and concepts, and it invites researchers to use
themselves as both research instrument and subject of their own investigation. The
paper is constructed in such a way that readers are guided into the method so that they
can start, if they wish, to apply it in their own studies. Examples, vignettes, and tables
serve as illustrations of applications made, and as templates for readers’ own embodied
interactive studies.
The name PRISMA is no accident. A prism refracts light in its constituent spectral
colours and in this way makes it possible to take different perspectives on the light
while maintaining its characteristics. Because of the different colours, what was
perceived until now — the light — changes and complements itself. A prism thus
enables an unfolding, a ‘fanning out’ or unraveling, of the light into its different
colours. PRISMA aims to do something similar for the experience of socially
interacting (Pieper and Clénin 2012, p. 17).
3 PRISMA
A typical PRISMA experiment takes the form of a workshop that may last
from a few hours to two days. Note that ‘experiment’ here does not mean the
same as in the classical, natural science case of an event studied under
laboratory conditions. Rather, an experiment comprises a whole PRISMA
session. While it does not take place in a lab, it is an empirical enquiry that
follows certain methods and protocols (see also Van Manen 1990). The
optimal number of participants is between 6 and 20. A workshop usually
begins with a short series of body exercises, designed specifically for each
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workshop in order to ‘tune’ or ‘calibrate’ the participants for the investiga-
tions during the workshop.3
Aworkshop proceeds through several short sessions where participants are asked to
perform a particular short interaction, usually in groups of three (two interactors and an
observer), e.g. helping someone into their coat. Immediately after each interaction, all
participants are asked to respond individually to a prompt, designed specifically to
register a particular element of their experience of that interaction (examples follow
below, see e.g. Table 1). Participants are encouraged to do this quickly (as immediately
as possible) and succinctly (they are given only the space of a Post-it note).
Each interaction is repeated several times, so that participants take on different roles
(giving or receiving the coat, observing the interaction) and answer a different prompt.
Each time, participants focus on a singular aspect of the interaction: on themselves
(self-perception), on the other (other-perception), or on what happens between them
(the in-between). Moreover, they are asked to do this in different modes of perception:
sensing (focusing on bodily sensations, e.g. breathing, posture), feeling (emotional state
or process), or thinking.
Throughout the workshop, the participants’ notations (on Post-its) are systematically
gathered on a matrix (a grid on a sheet of paper, e.g. Table 1). The matrix guarantees
that the different perspectives are registered in an ordered way and makes it evident that
all collected notations are aspects of one and the same interaction investigated. This
format provides an organized visual overview of the whole process, i.e. of the different
results in terms of the roles, perspectives, and modes that each participant has gone
through, represented along its axes. The notations gathered on the matrix allow
participants to go back and forth between the data and the experiences during the
workshop, and to compare and progress on the knowledge and insights gained on the
social interaction.
The process also contains additional strategies for further unfolding aspects of the
interaction under investigation. Notations may be taken as a starting point for another
run-through of the interaction. For instance, in a process called a conFiguration, the
participants select a particular notation. Usually, this is something that is in some way
particular, meaningful, or salient to the practiced interaction. This is then used as a
‘catalyst’ or perceptual ‘filter’ to be applied while further processing. To illustrate this
process, say the participants select “there was some shyness”. Once chosen, the next
step is to re-investigate the interaction while each participant re-produces in herself in
some way the selected statement “there was some shyness”. On the basis of this, new
notations are gathered for further refinement and comparison. In this way, the initially
detected “shyness” is refined: it may be revised, changed, or confirmed by doing the
modified run-through.
3 With regard to the body exercises, we base them on the Feldenkrais method (e.g. “Awareness Through
Movement”). However, any valid basis can be used. The exercises need to be well-thought-out so as to
prepare, tune, or calibrate the researcher for the specific tasks at hand during the experiment. The underlying
principle is that, just like with other kinds of instruments (microscopes are adjusted, pipettes are cleaned,
violins and pianos are tuned), the researcher as lived bodily being prepares herself for the task at hand (another
example is the principle of yoga, the movement sequences of which serve to prepare the body for sitting
meditation. As well, movement analysts, for instance in dance movement therapy studies, are trained in the
movement repertoire they will analyse).
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At specific points in the workshop, participants are also given time to discuss the
findings based on the data collected. These discussions are led by the workshop
facilitators (so as to remain on topic), who also take notes on the workshop process
and the discussions. The notations, discussion notes, and matrices are kept and later
transcribed anonymously. Copies are stored digitally for future reference and can be
sent to the participants for further examination after the workshop. Other formats than
live interactions are also available, for instance, analysing a video of people interacting.
We will now explain the three main characteristics of PRISMA: its systematic
protocol for investigating the experience of interacting; its specific, continually devel-
oping embodied methodology and set of concepts; and its participative aspect, i.e. an
invitation for researchers to use themselves as research instrument and subject in their
own investigation.
3.1 A systematic protocol for investigating the experience of interacting
A PRISMA process unravels, unfolds, or refracts interactive experience by submitting
it to a systematically structured investigation. Live, real-time, everyday interactions are
complex, multilayered, multi-timescale processes, with a great number of elements at
play in them. In a PRISMA process, we gain insight into the experience of interacting
by systematically shifting perspectives on it.
Participating in a PRISMAworkshop means approaching interactive experience through
an experiential grid of dynamic, bodily, self-enacted differentiations. We call these differen-
tiations references of perception (Pieper and Clénin 2012). The main references of percep-
tion are self-perception and other-perception on the one hand, and the modi of sensing,
feeling, and thinking on the other. In each round of interacting, experience is approximated
or ‘grasped’ by running through these references of perception one by one. In self- and other-
perception, participants are prompted to focus first on perceiving themselves, then the other.
The ‘other’ is either the other person, or the interaction process as such, i.e. what happens in-
between the interactors. Sensing refers to sensations of, for example, differences in temper-
ature and light, spatial positioning such as contact with the floor, spatiotemporal localization,
rhythm, and so forth. In feeling, sensations are affectively valued in their connection to the
situation. For example, shivering for fear, or the increased heartbeat of fear or of joy (Fuchs
and Koch 2014). Thinking is more of a reflective form of sense-making, including
imagining, evaluating, reminiscing, wondering, as well as reasoning. The workshop facil-
itators hand out the prompts to guide the participants through the unfolding of their
experience along these references.
The references of perception are generated step by step, and ongoingly compiled in
the matrix. The matrix illustrates our hypothesis that the intersubjective phenomena
grasped via the references of perception in principle happen at the same time. The
notations as laid down in the matrix provide a bird’s eye view of the experience of
interacting as unravelled or refracted throughout the workshop process. Table 1 shows a
simplified version of a matrix, in which the participants focus on sensing.
To anticipate some possible objections: we are aware that the experience of
interacting is modified by the PRISMA process. This is an oft-made criticism of any
method that investigates experience (see e.g. Varela and Shear 1999b, Depraz et al.
2003). Of course, the first response to this is that it is impossible to investigate any
phenomenon, even those studied in physics, without somehow changing it in the
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process. But let’s take seriously the issue in the realm of investigating experience.
Experience is not a static thing in daily life. Attending to it changes it, also as we live it
every day. It is inherent to experience that it is dynamic as it is lived, as we move
around in and understand our world, and certainly under awareness of it. Therefore, to
investigate experience is to investigate its transformation – and perhaps all the more so
in social interactions.
For this reason, the matrix used in PRISMA records, traces, and makes accessible to
inspection the development of and changes in the subjective experience as researchers
ongoingly participate in the interactions. This makes the investigation verifiable and
reproducible. Furthermore, a PRISMA process includes the possibility of purposefully
changing the experience, through the conFiguration process. Investigating particular
changes in the experience of interacting acknowledges and operationalizes the phe-
nomenon of the modulation of experience under its inspection.
Another issue for reflection is the question of why we differentiate the prompts for
investigating interactive experience along self- and other-perception, sensing, feeling,
and thinking. These chosen references of perception are dynamic elements in the
overall PRISMA research, which have been crafted and developed over years of
building the method, based on the professional backgrounds of the method’s main
Table 1 An example of a PRISMA matrix for recording references of perception. Horizontally, the rows
indicate the roles: interactors 1 and 2 (rows 1 and 2 respectively), and the observer (row 3). Vertically, the
columns indicate the reference of perception, self-perception (SP, column 1) or other-perception (OP, column
2). This simplified matrix allows to gather the approximations made in two rounds of interacting, in which
each participant stays in one and the same role (interactor 1, 2, or observer). In the first round, they sense in the
mode of self-perception, and fill out their prompt (shown in column 1), and in the second round, that of other-
perception (shown in column 2)
1
Group No. …
Perceptions (Sensing) regarding…  
a) Self-perception, SP b) Other-perception, OP
1) 1a) SP 1
During the practice sequence I perceived 
myself 
and sensed in myself ….
1b) OP 1
During the practice sequence  
I put myself in interactor 2’s shoes. 
It seemed to me that s/he sensed ...
2) 2a) SP 2
During the practice sequence I perceived 
myself
and sensed in myself...
2b) OP 2
During the practice sequence I put myself 
in interactor 1’s shoes.
It seemed to me that s/he sensed …
3) 3a) SP 3
During the practice sequence I perceived 
what happened between the two 
interactors 
and sensed in myself…
3b) OP 3
During the practice sequence I put myself 
in what happened between the two 
interactors. 
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developers (authors 2 and 3). These include subject-oriented sociology (Beck and Beck-
Gernsheim 1996; Jurczyk et al. 2016, Pieper 1983, 1997), and the Feldenkrais method
(Feldenkrais 1947, 1981). The methodology of shifting perspectives is basic to both: in
subject-oriented sociology in its method, and in Feldenkrais in its practice. Subject-oriented
sociology studies the impact of subjects on society and of society on subjects, as they play
out in everyday experience and interactions. Of special interest here is the ‘in-between’ that
makes ‘togetherness’ or social coherence in societies work (Bolte 1997; Pongratz and Voß
1997). The Feldenkrais method is a movement-based embodied learning practice, devel-
oped by the physicist Moshe Feldenkrais (Pieper andWeise 1997; Pieper and Clénin 2012;
Buchanan 2012; Kimmel et al. 2014; Verrel et al. 2015). Feldenkrais emphasised the crucial
importance of sensation and movement in the arising, stabilisation, reinforcement, and
changing of behaviour. He used themeaningfulness ofmovement to initiate development of
the client’s self-image as involved in everyday activities in its tactile-kinaesthetic, emotional,
and mental aspects. In this process, movement serves as a tool for gaining awareness in
action as a capability for improving life.
While most (subject-oriented) sociologists mainly study agents in relation to others
(other-perception), the Feldenkrais method focuses more on self-image, self-observa-
tion, and self-awareness (self-perception). PRISMA combines these differences of
focus into a methodology for investigating the experience of embodied interactions
between societally contextualized subjects (also Clénin and Pieper 2012, p. 3–6). In
PRISMA, the references of perception are hypotheses that are tested time and time
again (cf. the methodological “open exploration” of Depraz et al. 2003, p. 17). They are
often spontaneously questioned and debated by participants during workshops, and —
taking into account these questions, critiques, and insights— their use and presentation
can be adapted in following workshops.
In sum, the differentiations we use are grounded in both theory and practice as well
as supported by independent experimentation, and they are continually open to princi-
pled modification and improvement. Our main goal with them is to enable researchers
to embody the investigation of intersubjectivity.
3.2 PRISMA’s embodied methodology and concepts
When we invite researchers to embody research on the experience of social interaction, we
invite them to become aware participants of the interactions they engage in while investigat-
ing them. PRISMA enables this process through its embodied methodology and concepts.
In order to make intersubjectivity ‘graspable’ and to operationalize its investigation, we
need characteristics of social action that are concrete and ‘handy’ so as to be accessible to
experience and testable in a research setting. For this,we employ three characteristics of social
perception: its spatiality, its sociality, and its modalities of sensing, feeling, and thinking.
Social relatedness is necessarily impacted by spatio-temporal conditions.While relating to
oneself, to others, and to objects, people are naturally affected by and employ references in
space and time – whether they know about it or not (Fuchs 2000). Investigating social
interaction with PRISMA, we ask fromwhere, towards where, towards whom, what for, and
how people experience, observe, conceive, and perceive their environment, themselves, and
others. We call this dynamic directedness in action and interaction – a term that combines
spatio-temporal-social ‘direction’ and ‘relatedness’ as integral components of social encoun-
ters.What PRISMAoffers is amethod to unfoldwhat happens here, so as to better grasp how
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experiencing the situation arises. We will illustrate and describe the coherencies between
spatiality, sociality and modalities step by step, along a well-known example.4
Most of us are familiar with the situation: In a corridor or a busy pedestrian street,
two people approach each other from opposite directions. As they try to get past each
other, they get stuck, repeatedly stepping in front of each other.
Firstly, this ‘corridor example’ illustrates the role of spatiality in interaction. Spati-
ality may impact or even co-condition this social encounter’s configuration. Just to
mention some aspects:
•Direction: Both protagonists have to walk towards each other in opposite directions
– not parallel to each other, neither in a bow, nor approaching from behind. Escaping
movements by both walkers only happen sideways, no turning backwards.
• Location: A too narrow corridor will initiate a predictive evading, a too broad one
easily enables parallel passing. A rather empty and wide pedestrian street provokes less
collision. Spatial constraints must at least allow stepping out to both sides equally.
• Differences in experiencing spatial orientation: From an observer’s third-person spatial
perspective both walkers step out to the same side. The interactor, from her first person
perspective, orients herself from her body in space. The collision-encounter only evolves if
both interactors, from their subjective perspective, do not step out to the same side, but one
sideways to her right, the other to her left and back and then to the other side and so forth.
Moreover, they remain in an upright frontal position to each other until something interferes.
In our research we develop and apply an embodied stance. This means recognizing
people in their animate lived nature, and considering them as lived bodies moving in
time and space in a three-dimensional field of gravitation. We systematically incorpo-
rate spatiality in particular directions and their relatedness to behaviour (‘directedness’)
in our research: from where to where is perception initiated or happening in (inter)ac-
tion? Elaborated both methodologically and conceptually, directedness provides us
with a unique tool for research.5
Secondly, we can unfold the corridor example further along the lines of sociality. How
will the twowalkers experience this peculiar situation? Each of them realises what is going
on only the very moment it happens – otherwise they would have avoided it. Walker A
notices the other, perceives her presence above all as an obstacle. Relatedness takes place
fromA towards B, and likewise fromB towards A. They cannot avoid noticing the sudden
‘obstacle’ in front of them. Each of them, maybe less evidently, will also become aware of
herself. Walker A may incidentally check her own position and feel an urgency to get out
of the way. Likewise interactor B also refers to herself, to her own position, not only to the
other. Amazingly, and characteristic of this encounter, both interactors, while stepping out
4 This example is often used to explain the idea of the autonomy of the interaction in participatory sense-
making theory (e.g. De Jaegher and Di Paolo 2007, p. 493–494), where the focus is on the coordination
dynamics and on illustrating the idea that interactions can in part determine individual intentions. Here, we
give it a few further dimensions.
5 We wonder why spatiality in its fundamental significance for action is often neglected. “Space has never
been central to sociological thought” (Lechner 1991, p. 195) – not even for Berger and Luckmann 1966 (see
Pieper and Clénin 2012, p. 13). Maybe conditions of gravitation are so deeply embedded in us that we take
them for granted – until we lose our balance and suddenly realise its evidence. Spatiality is addressed in
phenomenology (e.g. Fuchs’ “lived space”, 2000, 2007; and Merleau-Ponty 1945/2012 on space as primordial
expressions of “being-in-the-world”), in human geography (Hubbard and Kitchin 2004), in sociology (Simmel
1908, on the spatial projection of social forms; Löw 2008 on the constitution of space), and in the science of
touch (Grunwald and Beyer (2010).
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of the constraint situation, move sideways at the same time in a way like dancers do,
together, one to her left, the other to her right side. The two walkers unintentionally remain
in their frontal bodily relatedness, in what happens between them in interactional coordi-
nation, and thus remain an obstacle to each other as long as this dynamic continues.
The example illustrates how, in PRISMA, social encounters are differentiated into the
self-perception (SP) and other-perception (OP) of each individual involved in the interac-
tion. Emphasizing its mutuality, we call this dynamic the dual aspect of perception (Pieper
and Clénin 2012, p. 11). In principle, we consider the four references within an interaction
process (each interactor perceiving herself and perceiving the other= four references in
total) to be given per se, embodied, mutual, fundamentally socially constituted, carrying
equal weight, and taking place at the same time (Pieper and Clénin 2012, p. 15;
Küchenhof 2014). While we take the existence of these references of perception as a
starting point of our research, we at the same time ongoingly test them.
In addition we consider what happens between the interactors: ‘the in-between’. On
the basis of the concepts of participatory sense-making (De Jaegher and Di Paolo 2007;
De Jaegher 2009; Fuchs and De Jaegher 2009; Cuffari et al. 2015), we detected that the
in-between is a third basic component of equal weight impacting the social encounter,
and we enlarged PRISMA’s concepts and methodology accordingly. Findings with the
PRISMA paradigm can give insights into the role of these references of perception in
intersubjectivity (as we illustrate in section 4).
Now let’s address the corridor example a third and last time. We also want to know in
which way the walkers experience each other, themselves and what happens between them.
For instance, walker A might sense her physical involvement in moving sideways and feel
her annoyance in being hindered byB.Walker Bmay thinkwalker Awillmove first, and that
she will just need to wait to get out of the situation. But A hesitates, and then her next move
again mirrors walker B. Maybe A’s annoyance increases: how come that something in the
encounter drives it forward against their deliberate intentions to get out of it? Then suddenly
she finds herself turning backwards and extending her arm in a gesture of ‘after you’.
Thus, we further differentiate perception into three modalities: sensing, feeling, and
thinking. These have been chosen quite pragmatically, and they can be distinguished from
each other in lived bodily experiencing. Feldenkrais discerned, described, and referred to
them in his practice, indicating that the three modalities always involve movement and are
viewed as equal aspects of action (Feldenkrais 1972, 12, 31; Pieper and Clénin 2012, p.
16). The references of perception are also borne out in independent practical phenome-
nology research. Hurlburt’s work using experience sampling, for instance, seems to
consistently find sensing, feeling, and thinking to be separable aspects of awareness
(Heavey and Hurlburt 2008; Hurlburt et al. 2009), lending support to the suitability and
adequacy of PRISMA’s references of perception.
Finally, a note on the notion of embodiment, a term so often used nowadays that it may
start to lose sense. One of its sharpest critics is Maxine Sheets-Johnstone, who has again
and again rallied against the trend of ‘embodying’. She worries that embodied accounts of
mind and cognition neglect what she calls “animate experience,” and is concerned that the
use of the word ‘embodied’ and its variations does not capture the dynamic “synergies of
meaningful movement created by animate organisms” (2015, p. 23). When we use the
word here, our invitation to ‘embody’ intersubjectivity research is in line with Sheets-
Johnstone’s proposal, and departs from the ones she criticises. To embody research is to
explicitly take the role of the animate body into account. The PRISMAmethod does this in
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the bodily tuning of the researchers at the beginning of a workshop, and in the different
references of perception, employing self- and other-perception, as they happen in sensing,
feeling, and thinking. We think the term ‘embodying’ is useful precisely as an invitation
for researchers to become aware of the animate, concerned, meaningful kinaesthetics of
organisms interacting with others. In a way, thus, we invite researchers, like Sheets-
Johnstone does, to let theory be enlightened by jumping into the deep end of interacting,
using PRISMA’s systematic research tools.
3.3 Participate: researchers use themselves as research instrument and subject
in their investigation
In PRISMA, the interacting researcher is an instrument in her own research. She is both
and at the same time subject and object of the investigation. She is a lived body, a body-
mind, an animate organism in interaction with others. She is always directed towards
something and relating to something, and this is what PRISMA investigates. Important in
this is to trust, build, and involve researchers’ capacities for using their own lived sociality
during the investigation of a particular social interaction. Workshop participants engage
themselves as embodied instruments for stepping directly into the research process,
instead of maintaining a distant view onto the research topic.
In the live-interaction version of prismatic experimentation, participant researchers are
subject and object within the same research process. For example, they engage in a short
contact improvisation while, at the same time, investigating and detecting aspects of inter-
subjectivity going on in this process. Here, the chosen social interaction is performed in situ,
in a first-hand face-to-face setting (see section 4.2). In the second kind of PRISMAworkshop,
researchers analyse video-recorded social interactions. Here, researchers are the subject, but
not the object of the investigation. They direct themselves towards the research object— the
video — and also towards their own and their co-researchers’ embodied experiences:
sensations, feelings and thoughts coming up while viewing and processing the video. Here,
the chosen social interaction is fixed in the past: it is a second-hand social interaction
investigated face-to-face, i.e. with the other researchers investigating the video (see 4.1).
3.4 An invitation to try out the method
PRISMA allows to test assumptions and intuitions about intersubjectivity and its experience
that are not normally tested. But before presenting some of our empirical work, we invite the
reader to try out for yourself a short PRISMA process. After all, the point of this work is not
just a presentation of methodology, concepts, and findings, but also the experience and its
transformative effects, itself. You will find the invitation in the appendix.
4 Findings
In this section, we present some results from our empirical work, conducted in two
different workshops.6 In the first one, we analysed a video of two children with autism,
6 Over 60 PRISMA workshops have been conducted since 2001, carried out in 9 countries, by different
moderators (Clénin and Pieper 2015).
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and in the second, we investigated the relationship between thinking and interacting in
live contact improvisation.
Before presenting these, we reflect briefly on the nature of empirical experience
research and what can be considered its outcomes. As van Manen notes (1990),
speaking of ‘data’ is misleading in human experience research because of connotations
with the quantitative efforts of positivistic psychology and social sciences, and the
natural sciences. Nevertheless, investigating experience does involve collecting what is
‘given,’ even if anything ‘given’ is not identical to the experience itself, but already the
result of a transformation of experience. The best thing one can do is to accept this —
after all, “[w]ithout this dramatic elusive element of lived meaning to our reflective
attention phenomenology might not be necessary” (Van Manen 1990, p. 54).
PRISMA makes use of approximations. An approximation is the activity of
apprehending an experience through a particular perceptual reference (see section 3.1),
and noting down what is then given, as immediately and succinctly as possible. These
notations can be considered the initial ‘data’. At specific points in a workshop process, the
data gathered so far can turn into ‘interim findings’ to be further processed. The intermediate
findings are in this way increasingly refined. They go from individual approximations of
experience, through transformations in various kinds of group work (e.g. searching for
similarities, conFiguration), to emerging and identifiable regularities or tendencies.
These regularities and tendencies, found by the workshop participants during the
research, can be considered the results or findings of a specific workshop, as they
represent the deepened insights into the specific issues investigated in that workshop.
These outcomes can then be put into critical dialogue with existing theories, concepts,
and hypotheses, as well as results from other empirical research.
We would like to note also that outcomes do not just consist of the tendencies and
regularities found. Another important result are the ways in which participants change
through taking part. The result of a PRISMA process (and similar kinds of practical
phenomenology, see e.g. Van Manen 1990), is not just enhanced knowledge or deeper
insight into an area of experience, but also – inevitably – the transformation of this
experience. This includes both the transformation of the experience itself, and –
logically – the transformation of the subjects of this experience: the participating
researchers (Kordeš 2016; De Jaegher 2016).
4.1 Friends with autism
The first workshop-experiment took place at the University of Heidelberg, in
July 2009, and lasted one day. We analysed a video fragment, taken from the
publicly available documentary Make Me Normal.7 The video featured Roxanne
and Liam, students of a London school for young people diagnosed with autism
7 Directed by Jonathon Smith, this documentary appeared in the TV series Only Human on Channel 4, UK, on
2nd of June 2005. (The segment we used was available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QLp8oh6hUTk
(3.36 − 4.40), but has unfortunately recently been taken down by the user.) We muted the video in this
workshop, so that participants could focus better on embodiment rather than on what was said in the video
(though a different PRISMA investigation could also include the video’s sound).
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(this information was given to the participants prior to starting the video-
analysis). Six participants took part in the workshop, and worked together in
groups of three throughout. All were academics, between thirty and fifty-two
years old, four females and two males, working in the fields of psychology,
psychiatry, and philosophy, three of them were PhD students, one post-doc, and
two professors.
First off during the workshop, the participants viewed the video a first time
without a specific prompt. This first approximation was more or less unspecific
and used as a foil for comparing the initial and final approximations at the
beginning and end of the experiment (the ‘before and after’). The question for
the participants at this stage was simply: “What did you observe during the
video sequence?” The initial approximations are presented in Table 2.
After this, the central part of the experiment was performed. Participants
viewed the video 18 more times over the course of the day, making approxi-
mations based on specific prompts, one by one, in a structured and guided
process, interspersed with breaks, body exercises, and discussions.
The notations from these 18 approximations form what we call the ‘full set’,
that is, the set containing every chosen perspective on the material. The
approximations consisted of: self-perception while observing Roxanne, Liam,
and the in-between (SP), other-perception while observing Roxanne, Liam, and
the in-between (OP), and each of these in the modalities of sensing, feeling,
and thinking (yielding 108 notations in total). Immediately after each viewing,
participants concisely noted down their first impression on a Post-it. These
Table 2 Initial approximations, ordered per group. Top row: results of group A, bottom row: results of group
B. (The participant numbers were not given per group, that is why they are not ordered numerically.)
Approximations
Group A




“What did you 
observe during the 
video sequence?”)
“Two children who deal with 
each other in very different 
ways. So, one does something 
else (wilder, more demanding), 
than the other (gently, rather 
careful).”
“An odd attunement, mutual 
respect, a lot of action from R, L 
keeps to himself, she respects 
him. Safe together”.
“Two young people, who seem 
to be friends, in several 
interaction situations, with an 
idiosyncratic, ambivalent-
seeming exchange of gestures”.
Approximations
Group B




“What did you 
observe during the 
video sequence?”)
“Kinds of contact between two 
people.




“Two young people (children), a 
girl and a boy, connect. The girl 
seems more energetic, she 
changes how and what the boy 
reacts unsure whether an attack 
or friendship is meant”.
“A girl and a boy make contact 
in different ways all the time. 
They like each other.”
© Daniel Clénin und Barbara Pieper, PRISMA Projects, Munich/Berne 2015
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notations formed the basis for further processing (conFigurations) during the
workshop. In this way, the participants could track — individually as well as in
group, and following the workshop protocol — how and in how far their
perceptions on the interaction between Roxanne and Liam changed over the
course of the experiment.
Below, we present the full set of approximations, ordered by perceptual
reference, and concerning Roxanne, Liam, and the in-between in Tables 3a,
3b and 3c, respectively.
What emerges here is a unique material on two children diagnosed with
autism interacting with each other. Here, the in-between is an integral part of
the investigation all over the process. Specified approaches to intercorporality
or the in-between in interaction exist (for instance Merleau-Ponty 1945/2012;
De Jaegher and Di Paolo 2007; Fuchs and Koch 2014, see also section 2), but
it is still not so clear how to empirically grasp its characteristics in conjunc-
tion with the two interacting agents’ involvements. The prismatic procedure
allows to unfold the interaction, here compiled in the full set matrix, and
leads to a differentiated picture of what Roxanne, Liam, and the in-between
contribute to the interaction.
Table 3a Full set matrix regarding Roxanne. The notated approximations of all participants: self-perception
and other-perception in terms of Roxanne, in the three modes: sensing, feeling, and thinking
Video analysis a of two children with autism: “full set”, total set of statements regarding self- and other-perception
generated in the modes of sensing (S), feeling (F) and thinking (T)
Group A 
Group A
Self-perception in terms of Roxanne SP1
Participant 3 Participant 4 Participant 5




tension in the face, but
then also relaxation 
there
throbbing of the heart
periodic, slightly straining 
movements accompanying 
gestures
F resonant swinging, 
initiated by expressivity 
+  caution 
“sometimes sad, 
sometimes laughing”
Then a rather 
undetermined feeling in 
the blue scene
I like her! Also: “liking”
sympathy
"contagion" through her 
vitality
T so much expression;
when it is so direct, it is 
reliable – even though 
so much changes
“I would like to know 
better how she feels”
For Roxanne this world of 
school is too narrow, too 
small.
Group A
Other-perception in terms of Roxanne OP1










a) many sensations of 
touch in the palm of the 
right hand
b) the swing of her heavy 
arm movements
F - belong to me,
- accept me,
- I respect you 
(+ defense of their 
relation)
“Closeness, confusion, 
upset, anger, joy, love”
So plenty of 
emotions
- joy
- „power“, vitality”,   
- roguishness,
exuberance
T - what do you think?
- others may think
what they like, but I 
know how it is
some things confuse her
these same things make 
her angry
“I don’t know”
„I find this rather slow-
going with you – we 




Self-perception in terms of Roxanne SP1
Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 6
S … how I relaxed - rapid eye movements 
(follow her arm)
- stomach movements
- tension in the neck
That I feel attracted, but 
am also afraid of her wild 
movements
F Joy, vitality, trust - inner movement –
swinging in resonance   
with her gestures + 
facial expression – with  
light feelings (smile, 
joy, energy) 
Strain and also sadness
T …how open she is
towards Liam.
Very graceful relating 
movements
…that her energy /
movement constantly 
changes the focus 
…that she asks for 
attention
…that she is easily 
distracted 
She needs him just like he 
needs her
Group B
Other-perception in terms of Roxanne OP1
Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 6
S …how experiences 
melt into each other
need for movement
disquietness in 
- arms and upper body
- eyes
desire and aggression















T She reflects on 
incidents with Liam
Asks about his 
introversion
Liam is my friend.
I would like to scuffle 
with him
(I am of importance)
I know how to do it and I 
will show you
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Table 3b Full set matrix regarding Liam. The notated approximations of all participants: self-perception and
other-perception in terms of Liam, in the three modes: sensing, feeling, and thinking
Group A
Self-perception in terms of Liam SP2





somewhat rigid posture 
in hands
first strong tension in my 
own face
then feelings of slowing 
down
“Slow Motion”
F inclination to shake him „I feel I want  to protect 
him, but at the same time 





T - would he like her as 
much as she likes 
him?
- I would feel the 
impulse to hit him –
seems as an easier 
contact than 
“caressing”
„Aiai, I wish I would 
fasten him a bit“
The boy would need a 
training in boxing
Group A
Other-perception in terms of Liam OP2
Participant 3 Participant 4 Participant 5
S attention (directed to the 
outside)
passivity
I am light, skinny and a 
little bit stiff (?)
a) be softly touched 
several times
b) to touch oneself
F what happens then?
be amusedly carried 
along 
+ so far and no further
confusion, closeness
„ I have to stand my 
ground“, being pulled 








T …she only shouldn’t let 
me…
I don’t know
what should I do?
where are we going?
why does she do that?
Hey, not like that!
I don’t exactly know 
what she actually wants 
from me, but I’ll try to 
participate
Group B
Self-perception in terms of Liam SP2
Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 6
S strained, tense in 
shoulders  and stomach
- more consolidated in 
sitting
- impulse to lift and 
cross the arms
- impulse to cross the 
left leg over the right 
and to turn to the right
insecurity and I felt 
excluded
F reluctance, worriedness - my own quickness
- need of protection
- more concentration 






T …that he is rather 
locked-in and 
insecure
…that he doesn’t want 
anything from others
…that contact for Liam 
quickly gets too much
(as well as stimuli)
…that he has to make 
a big effort to 
perceive them
Great, how many things 
he already dares and does
Group B
Other-perception in terms of Liam OP2
Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 6
S externally lumbering and 
insecure everything is 
asking too much
preference to internally 
withdraw
holding on to oneself or 
objects
to retreat, to go back, to 
move away
to hold off hands
physical contact
I feel challenged and I 
like it, but I don’t always 
know what she wants
F superficially threat, but 
deep down the feeling of 
security with Roxanne
need of protection








T what do they all want 
from me
interesting patterns on the 
ceiling
Roxanne is okay
…that Roxanne is my 
friend
…that she talks very 
fast
…that the ceiling has ‘ 
an interesting colour
…that she shouldn’t 
beat me
what????
I want to find out!
Table 3c Full set matrix regarding the in-between. The notated approximations of all participants: self-
perception and other-perception in terms of the in-between, in the three modes: sensing, feeling, and thinking
Group A
Self-perception in terms of interaction between R&L SP3
Participant 3 Participant 4 Participant 5
S openness
tension in the stomach
I sensed my arms, hands 
and shoulders, at the same 




F wonderful to see it +  
a little bit of jealousy
Love empathy, but a 
certain tension. I’d like to 
open my arms
very mixed feelings given 
intuitive movements
T - her activity + his 
reactivity fit together
- does she inforce his 
stability by respect for 
him
They don’t know how 
to do it. But some 
things work 
nevertheless
an unequal couple, but 
they like each other a 
lot
Group A
Other-perception in terms of interaction between R&L OP3
Participant 3 Participant 4 Participant 5
S relaxation  + excitement closeness + distance 
alternation
warm back at the end
“fluttering”
to be linked together as a 
very unequal couple, in 
constant “polarity between 
activity-passivity“ („Push 
me – Pull you“) 
F security, respect, trust
R: desire for contact
+ reassurance of contact
In their togetherness the 
weight is heavier on one 
side
still feeling very related to 
each other, even needing 
each other (in all 
differentness)
T We are friends „We don’t know how to 
do this. We try things, 
sometimes they work, 
sometimes they don’t”
„Somehow we belong 
together, here we are 
something special“
Group B
Self-perception in terms of interaction between R&L SP3




- arms press on the 
backrest
- foot is twisted
- eyes move away from
the picture
that I get touched 
by them
I like this well-rehearsed 
game
I enjoy it
F joy, affection changing 
between curiosity (to 







T - that they deal a lot 
with borders
- very good that Liam 
has Roxanne
- somehow it is 
beautiful to see
- that R. dominates the 
interaction, whereas 
Liam reacts
- that both have a 
conflict and solve it
- that they like each 
other
- that they are like an 
old couple
Group B
Other-perception in terms of interaction between R&L OP3
Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 6




looking for physical 
contact and holding it off
…having fun with each 
other, liking to challenge 
each other
“What would I be 
without you?”





contact and lacking 
congruity 
alternating between 
affection and “missing 
each other” 
… to like each other and 
being happy to have each 
other
T ? liking each other
criticizing each other
wanting to be friends
wanting to be oneself
knowing how they 
benefit from each other
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Roxanne and Liam each play quite different parts, e.g. “power, vitality” (3a,
P5, OP, F, regarding Roxanne)8 versus “helplessness, absence, drifting off” (3b,
OP2, P5, F, regarding Liam). This is reflected in the in-between in terms of a
certain tension, e.g.: “still feeling very related to each other, (even needing each
other in all differentness)” (3c, P5, OP, F); “… constant change between
‘succeeding’, ‘rather harmonic’ contact and lacking congruity/alternating be-
tween affection and ‘missing each other’” (3c, P2, OP, F); “liking each other/
criticizing each other/wanting to be friends/wanting to be oneself” (3c, P2, OP,
T); “to be linked together as a very unequal couple, in constant ‘polarity
between activity-passivity’ (‘Push me – Pull you’)” (3c, P5, OP, S).
Participants’ initial approximations (Table 2, e.g. “Two young people, who seem to
be friends, in several interaction situations, with an idiosyncratic, ambivalent-seeming
exchange of gestures”, P5) become refracted into several of its aspects, in quite precise
terms that often recur in the notations of several participants. For instance, the “am-
bivalent-seeming exchange of gestures” is appreciated in “joy,” “vitality,” “tension,”
oscillation, polarity, alternation (notations recurring in several places in Table 3a,
regarding Roxanne, and 3c, regarding the in-between), versus “need of protection”
(emerging in several notations in Table 3b, regarding Liam). Another example is the
contrast between “we could have ‘more action, more fun’” (3a, P5, OP, T, regarding
Roxanne) and “The boy would need a training in boxing” (3b, P5, SP, T, regarding
Liam). The children “seem to be friends” (3c, P5, SP, T), and “an unequal couple, but
they like each other a lot” (3c, P5, SP, T).
After the full set was completed, the participants performed one final view-
ing. This final approximation was generated by applying a conFiguration
process (explained in section 3): After selecting a particular notation from the
full set of statements, each participant produced additionally and on purpose
this chosen sensation, feeling, or thought, while once again viewing the video
and taking a particular perceptual reference on it, as instructed by a prompt
(given in Table 5). The selected statements came from the notations regarding
participants’ self-perceptions (SP) of what happened between Roxanne and
Liam (Table 3c). Group A chose the statement “Love, empathy, but also a
certain tension, I’d like to open my arms” (from SP-F, participant 4, Group A,
Table 3c). Group B chose “an unequal couple, but they like each other a lot”
(see participant 5, SP-T, Table 3c). The final notations that this resulted in are
presented in Table 4.
Comparing the initial approximations in Table 2 and the final approximations in
Table 4, and the full matrix (Tables 3a, b and c), we can see that participants notice
more and more specified aspects of the interaction, which remained undetected or
hidden at first. One striking result regards Liam: In the first approximations, it is already
noticed that the two children behave and move very differently: one “wilder, more
demanding” and “gently, rather careful” (see Table 2). In the full set, it was noticed that
Liam is “doing well” in various places, as well as that there are tensions in his
demeanour, e.g. “I feel challenged and I like it, but don’t always know what she wants”
8 Guide to where to find the notations in the tables: With each quote, we give table number (3a), participant
number (P5), reference of perception (self-perception: SP, or other-perception: OP), and finally mode (sensing:
S, feeling: F, or thinking: T).
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(3b, P6, OP, S), and “superficially threat, but deep down the feeling of security with
Roxanne” (3b, P1, OP, F). But it is only in the final approximation that a participant
(no. 3) notes down “he manages, in his own way, to stay in contact with her and with
himself” (Table 4, P3). This relational quality of Liam’s behaviour – remaining in touch
with himself and Roxanne – had not yet been detected in the initial approximation
(Table 2), nor fully in the full set (Table 3b).
In the final plenary discussion at the end of the experiment, the participants
wondered Why are these children diagnosed with autism? This question was
considered by the group to sum up the end-result or outcome of the workshop.
While the children may have seemed strange in their interactions (in accordance
with the diagnostic criteria for autism), at the same time the researcher-
participants attuned themselves to many intricately social things that the
Table 4 The final approximations, per group
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children were doing.9 They uncovered fine-grained aspects of their embodied
interaction, confirming research which suggests that children with autism do
have certain capacities for interactionally coordinating, when the behaviours are
studied within their interactional context (cf. Stribling et al. 2005–06, 2007;
Dickerson et al. 2007; Sterponi and Shankey 2014).10 In PRISMA, this is met
by systematically considering — in its concepts and its empirical investigations
— the interactors as well as the in-between, all of them integral components of
the interaction.
The prismatic investigation reveals that a potentially subtle embodied
instrument for understanding autism consists in a group of researchers en-
gaging in a sustained, systematic, intersubjective unfolding of interactive
experience. If it is true that the different ways in which people with autism
move, both individually and with others, affect their ways of understanding
the world and of thinking (as suggested by Hobson 2002; Donnellan et al.
2013; De Jaegher 2013), then PRISMA offers a tool for testing and refining
this claim.
4.2 Thinking and interacting
The second experiment was conducted as a one-day workshop at the University
of the Basque Country, San Sebastián, in October 2013. Six participants took
part, four females and two males, between twenty-five and sixty-five years old.
Five were academics (two of them also Feldenkrais practicioners), working in
psychology, sociology, cognitive science, and philosophy, and one city council
administrator.
In the experiment presented in 4.1, self-perception, other-perception and
the in-between were addressed as equal references for perceiving the inter-
action. In this workshop, we focused directly on the in-between, an aspect of
which is intercorporeality. Intercorporeality is a mutual embodiment of inten-
tions, which Merleau-Ponty understands as being “achieved through the
reciprocity between my intentions and the other person’s gestures, and be-
tween my gestures and the intentions which can be read in the other person’s
behavior” (Merleau-Ponty 1945/2012, p. 190–191). We hypothesised that
9 In another, later workshop that we did on this same video (but with a different protocol), we found similar
results (workshop San Sebastián, May 2012, 18 participants, one-day workshop). For instance, participant 10:
initial approximation: “Two people, friends, perhaps had had trouble. Girl very expressive, boy difficulty
expressing, concentration, seems to be ‘in his world” – final approximation: ”They are together to defend their
relationship from others, others are threatening”. Participant 12: Initial approximation: “girl was very
engaging, boy seemed a bit in his own world, separated from her, she tries to involve him, he feels
overwhelmed by her, they have a fight” – final approximation: “She was the narrative/s. He was the
adjective/s, but they were the overall story“. Participant 15: initial approximation: “two young people, first
interacting, then both being interviewed in front of the camera” – final approximation: “There are two poles to
everything”. Here again, we see an increasingly nuanced appreciation of what goes on in the video between
the initial and the final approximation.
10 An interesting reverse argument is that the ways in which people with autism depart from the norms of
communication and social interaction may in fact reflect prevalent elements of intersubjectivity that contribute
to the general (mis-)communication in everyday interactions, see Sterponi and Fasulo (2010).
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intercorporeality is a part of social interaction, and more than the sum of
each interactor’s activities. Its investigation in this experiment should there-
fore not focus on single agents’ doings, nor on a particular pre-established
interactive situation. The title of the workshop was “Grasping the experience
of interacting: How can the experience of interacting and intercorporeality be
investigated bodily?” We invited the participants to study this question by
engaging in brief contact improvisations. Contact improvisation is a contempo-
rary dance style developed in the early 1970’s in the USA, and first named as
such in 1972 by Steve Paxton (Novack 1990). Novack describes how “The
dancers in contact improvisation focus on the physical sensations of touching,
leaning, supporting, counterbalancing, and falling with other people, thus car-
rying on a physical dialogue” (p. 8). This heightening of embodied aspects of
interactive experience, which can, in some sense, be considered analogous to
the experience of less clearly embodied interactions, makes it well suited for a
PRISMA investigation.
Different from the first experiment, where the investigation was of a video,
in this workshop the researchers engaged in live interactions. Other live
interaction workshops we have done usually involved a particular kind of
short interaction (e.g. helping someone into their coat). In this workshop,
because it was based on improvisation (an element also generally present in
daily life interactions), each subsequent interaction engaged in during the day
was novel, rather than a ‘repetition’ of a particular interaction. Since we were
looking for principles of intercorporeality’s role in intersubjectivity, it should
not matter which precise interaction the participants engage in; any kind of
interaction should show us something about that role.
We approached the question about intercorporeality head-on, in that we
formulated all prompts in terms of the ‘in-between,’ as can be seen in Tables 5
and 6. The participants worked in two groups of three: two interactors and one
observer. Each participant did a self-perception and an other-perception regard-
ing the in-between in only one role (interactor or observer), initially generating
matrices of 6 findings. The most exciting results in this experiment, however,
were generated in the conFiguration processes after the initial matrices were
filled.
After the groups each gathered a full matrix, each group searched for a
similarity out of their approximations, and conFigured it in order to generate a
refinement. After this, the matrices were exchanged between groups, so that
group A inspected group B’s matrix, and vice versa. Now, each group
searched for a similarity in the ‘foreign’ matrix for conFiguring and refining.
Here, we present two of these conFiguration and exchange processes.
First, we present the data from the initial matrix, generated in the mode of thinking
by group A (Table 5).
When group A searched for similarities in their matrix (Table 5), they
noted two similarities: “connection emerged” and “not much thinking”. They
selected the latter as ‘interim-finding’ for further processing. After producing
this on purpose by doing “not much thinking” during a further contact
improvisation, participants refined it as “Three aspects of thinking: commen-
tary, controlling, judgement. There are ways of thinking that are not
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controlling or judging. T-shirt message: less control and judgement, more
commentary”.11
When group B scrutinised this same matrix (group A’s) for similarities, they also
found two, and formulated them as follows: “The connection was progressive through
the interaction” and “Thinking was not a priority, but probably an obstacle to the
11 Formats for such a conFiguration process can be found in the tables in the appendix.
Table 5 Matrix showing prompts and participants’ approximations of the experience of interacting. Self- and






















1) 1a) SP T – I 1
During the practice sequence I perceived 
what happened between the two 
interactors
and thought to myself…
...that we had to find out a common 
way of sharing this experience: it 
conducted us from a progressive 
approach to near contact without 
looking at each other, and ended 
with a dance that allowed eye 
contact and taking a distance in 
complicity.
1b) OP T – I 1
During the practice sequence I put myself 
in what happened between the two 
interactors. 
With regard to thinking, it seemed to me 
that between them….
...there was a “running after” “who 
are you and who am I” with respect 
to each another: a questioning of 
mutual relationship and readiness to 
go for different qualities of it: where 
can I conduct you, will you follow 
me, and what do you suggest to me?
2) 2a) SP T – I 2
During the practice sequence I perceived 
what happened between the two 
interactors 
and thought to myself…
Don’t Think! Just think about (be 
aware of ) your partner.
2b) OP T – I 2
During the practice sequence I put myself 
in what happened between the two 
interactors. 
With regard to thinking, it seemed to me 
that between them….
…some connection emerged as the 
movements developed. Maybe due to 
less thinking.
3) 3a) SP T – O 
During the practice sequence I perceived 
what happened between the two 
interactors 
and thought to myself…
Yes. This I didn’t want. Also: there 
doesn’t seem to be much thinking. 
At some point: “This I know”.
3b) OP T – O 
During the practice sequence I put myself 
in what happened between the two 
interactors. 
With regard to thinking, it seemed to me 
that between them….
…there wasn’t so much thinking, 
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interaction”. Group B chose the latter for conFiguring. After producing this on purpose
in a new short contact improvisation, group B formulated the refinement: “The task of
not bringing thinking into priority goes together with a relief, and this enables even
obstacles to become part of the in-between”.
It is worth noticing that both groups independently detected “connection”
and “thinking” as similarities in group A’s matrix, and both came up with quite
specific refinements in the addressed thinking aspects, and in revealing coher-
encies – contributing to a fuller picture of group A’s recorded interaction. Such
results in comparing material among groups are characteristic for how the
PRISMA procedures allow to reach ‘graspable’ findings. Moreover, the partic-
ipants involved in this process grow more and more confident of their percep-
tual capacities as they realize the reliability of the findings.
The groups also gathered data in the modes of feeling (group A) and sensing
(group B). Each group practised contact improvisation in just one of these
modes. Here we take a closer look at group A’s matrix (Table 6), and both
groups’ conFigurations of it.
Group A detected and formulated out of their own matrix (Table 6) the similarity
“surprise-uncertainty”. After conFiguring “surprise-uncertainty” in the mode of feeling
in another contact improvisation, they refined it as follows: “Allowing for uncertainty
leads to even more trust”. When group B looked over this same matrix from group A,
they formulated the similarity “At the start, when interaction seems blocked, there are
tension asymmetries and clumsiness”. Group B now, while producing “tension
asymmetries and clumsiness,” used the mode of sensing (previously applied in their
own process), and refined the conFigured similarity into “The bodily tension (forces,
support, pulling, pushing) could be used to unblock the flow of interaction”. Method-
ologically, this shift in the mode of experiencing the interaction, from feeling to
sensing, allowed different aspects to emerge than those found at first. Moreover, the
embodied engagement in the interaction process revealed that the bodily aspects of
interacting could be used to unblock tensions.
Together, these findings confirm something we all know well: that thinking
can be an obstacle to interacting and that, with less thinking, interactions can
be more fluid. But it also significantly refines this common insight, and
supports embodied theories of intersubjectivity in their emphasis on the roles
of interacting and embodiment. The individual activity of thinking may inter-
rupt the flow or temporary autonomy of an interaction process (De Jaegher
and Di Paolo 2007; De Jaegher et al. 2010). Furthermore, it seems that, when
allowing for uncertainty in the interaction, there is more trust. And when there
is tension, focusing on its bodily aspects (“forces, support, pulling, pushing”)
and away from thinking, can help loosen or even unblock unease in the flow
of interaction. This confirms the centrality of interaction’s role in intersubjec-
tivity, and moreover, that it is possible to investigate this in bodily and
experiential ways, which can generate novel insights. The findings we present
here are in line with research supporting the use of body therapies in the
treatment of various psychiatric disorders, for instance schizophrenia and
autism (Behrends et al. 2012; Galbusera and Fuchs 2014; Maiese 2016;
Martin et al. 2016). PRISMA can be used to help further refine ways to test
and improve such ideas.
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5 Discussion
It is time for some reflections on the methods and empirical studies we have presented.
The whole PRISMA process could be described as a systematic unfolding of what
normally is a unitary experience: understanding each other. This experience may be
Table 6 Matrix showing the prompts and participants’ approximations of the experience of interacting. Self-
and Other-perception regarding the in-between; two interactors, one observer, group A, in the mode of feeling
(the question mark in brackets represents a word that was unreadable at the stage of transcription)






1) 1a) SP F  I 1
During the practice sequence I perceived 
what happened between the two 
Warmth, roundness, clumsiness, 
laughter, expectation, curiosity, 
constrained freedom.
1b) OP F  I 1
During the practice sequence I put myself 
in what happened between the two 
interactors. 
With regard to feeling, it seemed to me 
There was contact, expectation, some 
(?)
2) 2a) SP F  I 2
During the practice sequence I perceived 
what happened between the two 
in the beginning, so time was needed 
to get more confident with the 
situation; and as it got, then dancing 
together was pleasant, surprising and 
no more anxiety.
2b) OP F  I 2
During the practice sequence I put myself 
in what happened between the two 
interactors. 
With regard to feeling, it seemed to me 
beginning, which then evolved to a 
more symmetrical sharing of playing 
with movement, daring try out and 
accept surprising situations with 
pleasure.
3) 3a) SP F  O 
During the practice sequence I perceived 
what happened between the two 
Peaceful. Tense on occasions as a 
new direction unfolded uncertainly, 
then felt admiration as the 
interaction emerged again.
3b) OP F O 
During the practice sequence I put myself 
in what happened between the two 
interactors. 
With regard to feeling, it seemed to me 
There was gentleness, a sense of trust 
that they can move together. Some 
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described as a ‘mediated immediacy’: our own bodily sensations serve as a tacit medium
of interaffectivity, in which we directly perceive and intuitively understand another’s
expressions or intentions-in-action. In other words, the lived body functions as a
“resonance board” of intercorporeality and interaffectivity (Polanyi 1967, Fuchs
2015). Moreover, even the emotions that we feel towards another person are often not
in the focus of awareness but only marginally conscious. Instead, we are mostly directed
towards the contents of our verbal communication, shared goals, joint practices, etc.
PRISMA methodically dissolves this mediated immediacy. It directs our awareness to
bodily sensations, feelings, and thoughts: What is normally passed over without aware-
ness now becomes the focus of attention. In this way, the global, intuitive, but rather
undifferentiated impression that we usually receive of another person and the shared
situation is unfolded or refracted into its aspects, and in this way our perception is
enriched in awareness, differentiation, and sensitivity. A PRISMA process shifts our
attention from the goal or intentional content of the interaction to the process itself, in
particular to the mediating aspects of perceiving oneself, the other, and the ‘in-between’.
The effect of the procedure may be compared to listening to a symphonic orchestra
which conveys a holistic musical impression. When attending a rehearsal, however, it
may happen that the director summons each instrument to play its part separately which
we then hear without interference. Now when the tutti starts again, our listening
experience will be much richer in detail, differentiation and concordance — enriched
by the unraveling we have experienced in the interval.
Central to PRISMA’s methodology is the repeated shifting of perspectives in the process.
What this method and the findings it gives rise to offers, is a sophisticated ‘kaleidoscopic’
perspective on the interaction process. It furthers the investigation of participatory sense-
making’s claim that interaction processes as such contribute to intersubjectivity.
An intriguing step in that direction concerns the significance of the in-between in
interactions. PRISMA started in 2001 with the (self- and other-related) components of
face-to-face perceptions of two interactors and an observer. The in-between only turned up
much later, in video-format investigations. Allowing more distance to the object of inves-
tigation than face-to-face interactions, the participants were inclined to pick up our offer to
sense themselves while focusing on what happens between the recorded interactors (Pieper
and Clénin 2012); or even to put themselves, as it were, in the shoes of what happens
between the two interactors. By then it became evident that the in-between could be regarded
as a dynamic of its own within the interaction. These insights, empirically borne out also in
our studies on the autistic children (section 4.1), could not have been made by concentrating
just on the interactors’ and the observer’s self- and other-perception. Curious about this, we
looked for analogue coherencies in face-to-face interactions by unfolding a process now
designed to study the “interaction as such” (4.2).
Meanwhile we are on the verge of bringing it all together. We can now compose the
interactors’ and observer’s self- and other-perception during the interaction regarding (1)
themselves, (2) the others and (3) the in-between, analoguous to the video-format, but
now in a live interaction of 3 to 4 participants. We aim to challenge our basic hypothesis
on synchronicities in interaction as a socially constituted principle (sections 3.1 and 3.2)
and its assumption that interactors and the in-between have equal weight and are
inherently interlinked with each other. This hypothesis nicely matches theories and
concepts like participatory sense-making and intercorporality. We expect growing
insights into the subjective experience of interacting. In combination with empirical
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research on different aspects of interaction processes, this can lead to novel hypotheses,
for example regarding intra- and interindividual coordination (Trevarthen and Aitken
2001; Laroche et al. 2014; Noy et al. 2015; Bachrach et al. 2015; Dumas et al. 2014; De
Jaegher et al. 2016).
The findings presented can open doors to new investigations. The results of the first
experiment (section 4.1) refine some ideas about autistic children’s hampered capacities
for interacting: While autism comes with certain social interactional problems, it seems
that these do not necessarily prevent children with autism from having intricate
reciprocal relationships, with certain specific characteristics. A further possibility would
be to compare the PRISMA findings on the video-material of the children with autism
with other kinds of qualitative research, such as conversation analysis, or quantitative
measures of their interactional coordination.12
6 Conclusion
By introducing the PRISMA method, we hope to bring the “detached scientist” and the
“ordinary person” of Vasu Reddy’s epigram a little closer together when it comes to
understanding how we experience and understand each other and the world together
(intersubjectivity). After all, ‘ordinary persons’ (including the ordinary persons that
academic researchers also are) are experts on intersubjectivity — if only because of
their daily participation in it. The method we have introduced here is reproducible. The
approach is systematic and documented: the data are available for other researchers to
inspect, and manuals allow others to apply the method. They do not have to be
scientists — the method spans disciplines and sectors. Intersubjectivity is an area in
which lay-persons and scientists may have a lot to learn from each other, and it is one of
the concerns of enactivism as a science of mind to bring subjectivity and intersubjec-
tivity in the centre, and to investigate them as such, rectifying as much as possible their
eradication from much of the sciences of the mind (a repeatedly registered
dissatisfaction, see for instance Gurwitsch 1979, Bruner 1990, Reddy 2008).
What we have presented is a method to investigate experience as it transforms. This
is why a PRISMA session is a workshop as well as an experiment. We expect and
acknowledge that participants change during a session, and we make it explicit that a
PRISMAworkshop offers — besides an opportunity for an empirical investigation —
also a place to learn about interacting and its transformative experience. Participating in
a PRISMAworkshop is likely to increase and refine one’s interactive experience, and
thus have consequences for the researcher not just as researcher, but also as a person.
This is in line with other deeply embodied approaches, for instance the work of Richard
Shusterman, who affirms that studying the lived body can have meliorative conse-
quences (Shusterman 2008). This is unavoidable given the nature of experience.
Individuals engaging in social encounters come with histories, perspectives, moods,
affiliations, and so on. They are never neutral when they engage in interactions and
12 In fact, we have initiated such a comparison. We have asked Fabian Ramseyer to do a Motion Energy
Analysis (MEA, Ramseyer and Tschacher 2008) on the Roxanne and Liam video (section 4.1). He did an
initial test, and found good synchrony between the two children, confirming our findings that the children
seemed quite adept at certain aspects of interacting. This could be the starting point for a further study.
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participate in each other's sense-making. Meanings span individuals, and are often
created and transformed in interactions. Cuffari, following Gendlin (1962/1997), con-
ceives of meanings in terms of their “consequences for experience” (Johnson 2007, p.
10), or as “series of changes or implications in phenomenologically available felt sense
and action possibilities” (Cuffari 2014, p. 4). Cuffari connects to this an ethics of
interaction, a need to acknowledge the intricacies of interacting and to learn from our
evaluations of them. “Immanent, embodied dimensions of our interactions — personal
experience, social position, habituated reactions, emotional and physical vulnerabilities,
and temporality,” she says, “are our sources of caring and evaluating” (2014, p. 4). She
also asks who will be our teacher, our guide, in these embodied interactions and their
evaluations. This question is especially important when basic research questions also
touch on normative questions about doing this kind of research. The answer refers back
to us: We, the animated living beings, are the guides and teachers. We can do so in
systematic, reproducible procedures that make us aware of sensing, feeling, and
thinking while doing research together. PRISMA provides a way to access, structure,
investigate, and better understand experience as it transforms (us) in interactions, as
well as how engaged researchers (academics and others) use their transforming and
transformative capacities for the sake of achieving deeper knowledge. After years of
designing, experiencing, testing, and elaborating, we are confident that the practical-
theoretical prismatic approach can contribute to an enactive, ethical way of investigat-
ing subjectivity and intersubjectivity.
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Appendix
Practising PRISMA: An invitation to try out the method13
All you need is two willing colleagues (apart from yourself), some space to move
around in, and a pen and paper for each participant. The experiment concerns a real
time face-to-face interaction. The tasks are for two interactors and one observer. The
interaction to be explored is about two people walking together (for no more than
2 minutes), plus one observer. The tasks (performed in silence) are: Interactor 1,
walking forward, will guide interactor 2, who walks backwards. Interactor 1 can bring
her hand on interactor 2’s shoulder or arm for providing guidance. Interactor 1 is
responsible for the partner’s security. The observer locates himself at a certain distance.
His task is to pay attention to what happens between the two interactors walking
13 This example was experienced in the context of investigating trust-building during a workshop with
scientists in Munich («Trust and implicit knowledge – connected via embodied communication«, Institut
für Sozialwissenschaftliche Forschung e.V., Munich, July 9 & 10, 2012, see Pieper (2012)). Regarding trust-
building in the context of an embodied approach, see Böhle et al. (2014).
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together. For your comfort, remove obstacles before starting. Don’t talk during the
interaction. Before starting, prepare two small pieces of paper and a pen per person.
You will undertake two different approximations during the experiment.
First Round: Self-perception
While walking (both interactor 1 and 2) or while being the observer, your perception is at
first mainly directed towards yourself. Each of you will focus on your own sensations
while performing your particular task: Focus on your own response of sensing.14 Stay with
sensing yourself while walking forward or backwards or while paying attention to what
happens between the two walkers. Stay with those sensations that emerge regarding
yourself while performing your part in the interaction – sensations like heart beat or
leaning forward or stumbling or starting to smile or… Leave aside feelings and thoughts
that might come up, too. Don’t worry about getting it right (there is no right or wrong), or
about being able to capture everything (you won’t be able to in any case). Just focus on
sensing yourself during your task. Following only perceptions of sensing may be artificial
at first. However it will later allow instructive comparisons. Stop after at most 2 minutes.
Second Round: Other-perception
Continue with the task of walking in a pair, plus an observer, in the same roles. But now,
being interactor 1, put yourself in interactor 2’s place (“put yourself in her shoes”) while
guiding her backwards. Estimate what she might sense. Similarly for interactor 2: Put
yourself in the shoes of interactor 1, who is walking forward. What might interactor 1
sense? And as observer, put yourself in what happens between the two. Sense what
seemed to you to happen with respect to the walkers’ in-between. Direct yourself towards
the other’s presumed sensory perceptions. Try to sense like the other interactor might have
sensed herself; or (for the observer) try to sense what might happen between the two.
Third Round: Notation and Sharing
Immediately after finishing, write down your impressions as they come up— first your
own self-perception, and then your other-perception while putting yourself in your
partner’s shoes or, for the observer, regarding the in-between of the pair. For recording,
you could use the prompts of Table 1 (section 3.1).15 Compile your notations: first place
the self- and other-perception of interactor 1, one next to the other. Then below this,
interactors 2’s self- and other-perception, one next to the other. In a third row, place the
oberver’s two statements. In this way, systematically order all 6 statements. This forms
the matrix (introduced in section 3.1 and formalized in Table 1). Share and compare the
findings. Maybe you find similarities in how the three of you perceived this same
interaction? Do your notations on self- and other-perception differ? If yes: how? And
what about sensing? Maybe the recorded experiences are closer to feeling or even to
14 In the experiment as described here, the approximations take place in terms of sensing. Of course, you can
also do it in terms of feeling or of thinking, or add rounds for each of these, if you wish.
15 By employing the identical set of prompts for all participants you ensure the same preconditions in the
prompts’ language and equivalence of roles.
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thinking than to sensing? Never mind: Change roles and start again, or remain in your
roles, but now use the mode of feeling while experiencing the interaction. How do you
meet the task this time? Do you come up with different similarities than in the ‘sensing-
round’? What might these similarities tell you about the interaction? Code your records
for not mixing them up inadvertently.
Fourth round (optional): ConFiguration
Taking a little more time, you could do a conFiguration of one of the similarities found
in the matrix, and even do an exchange of your matrix with another group. For this you
will need to run the exploration with 6 people. The conFiguration follows the example
of contact improvisation described in 4.2 in the paper. The similarities detected in the
matrix now turn into ‘interim findings’. You can use the following formats:
Perceptional ConFiguration.
Repeat the practice sequence (interaction) while producing the selected similarity
additionally on purpose (=conFiguration: conFiguring perception)
From experience to understanding
Optional – Exchange of materials between two groups:
Group X works on other group Y’s notated perceptions (coloured matrix group Y).
Group Y works on group X’s material.
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Then repeat your own group’s first interaction while producing the above selected
similarity additionally on purpose (= conFiguration).
First share your experience among your group. What was different in the
exchange experience working on the other group’s (the ‘foreign’) material
compared to the first process with your own material? Then sit together with
the other group and present to each other what you have done. Compare your
previous interim findings (= similarities) on your own process with the other
group having operated with your material. Do they resemble each other or
diverge? In which process – the final one (= refinement) or in the interim step?
Or in both? If yes: in which regard?
Finally, compose the entire outcome on the interaction investigated. This
generated data on your embodied experiences and reflections documents all
the steps, which thus can be traced back to its beginnings. New aspects have
emerged as a result of questioning and comparison. What does it tell you on
the interaction now?
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